Influence of time and storage conditions on plasma HIV viral load measurements.
Quantification of human immunodeficiency virus (HIV) RNA in plasma from HIV-infected patients is now widely used as a clinical indicator of disease prognosis and of response to antiretroviral therapy. However, controversy exists as to whether values obtained under different testing conditions could vary significantly, thus jeopardizing the appropriate interpretation of data. Herein, we demonstrate that results obtained after testing plasma versus whole blood, or immediate versus deferred processing, do not appear to influence viral load measurements significantly. Thirty blood samples from HIV-infected patients were analysed. The second generation branched-DNA assay was used for quantification of plasma viral load. HIV RNA remained stable for at least 24 h at room temperature, either in plasma or in whole blood, in 72.4% of the samples (< 0.2 log difference in viral load values) although lower levels of HIV RNA tend to be seen in samples after being stored as whole blood at room temperature. Only 3.4% of samples showed a decline > 0.5 log when they were left as whole blood at room temperature for 24 h in comparison with testing after immediate plasma separation. Although immediate separation and refrigeration of plasma samples may reduce the chance of significant falls in viral load measurements, this level of processing can be limited in regions where clinical blood samples cannot be processed rapidly. Our data provide confidence in the results obtained when testing specimens, either plasma or whole blood, 24 h after venepuncture and storage at room temperature, mimicking the conditions in the transport of blood samples to reference centres.